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ABSTRACT 
 
Unlicensed driving continues to represent a major road safety problem. Besides undermining 
the integrity of the licensing system, it has been linked with a cluster of high-risk behaviours, 
such as drink driving and speeding. The limited research into unlicensed driving has largely 
utilised crash statistics to establish the scale and characteristics of the problem. This reliance 
on crash statistics reflects methodological problems associated with directly surveying 
unlicensed drivers. For example, due to various legal and logistical constraints, very few 
roadside surveys of unlicensed driving have been conducted. Although some self-report 
interview/questionnaire surveys have been conducted with disqualified/unlicensed drivers, the 
results are questionable given their low response rates. Nevertheless, surveys represent a 
means of gathering important information not readily available through other methods. This 
paper overviews work in progress toward the development of two surveys: a roadside survey 
to establish the prevalence of unlicensed driving and a self-report survey to explore the 
factors contributing to the behaviour. Following a discussion of the methodological 
difficulties involved, a proposed method is presented for each of the surveys.  
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The term ‘unlicensed driver' is generally used to refer to all those people who drive without a 
valid driver's licence. Within the Australian context, this includes drivers who:  
 
• have let their licence expire; 
• have had their licence cancelled or disqualified; 
• hold an inappropriate licence for the class of vehicle they drive; 
• drive outside the restrictions of a special licence; or 
• have never held a licence (Watson et al, 1996). 
 
Despite on-going improvements in traffic law enforcement practices and technology, 
unlicensed driving remains a serious road safety problem in Australia and many other 
motorised countries. The concerns about unlicensed driving are two-fold.  Firstly, unlicensed 
driving undermines the integrity of the tools used to manage driver behaviour (Watson et al, 
1996). Either intentionally or otherwise, unlicensed drivers are prepared to operate outside the 
licensing system, dramatically reducing the ability of authorities to monitor and manage their 
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behaviour.  For example, it precludes the opportunity to allocate demerit points to drivers for 
inappropriate behaviour.  Furthermore, licence disqualification/ suspension is a very 
important tool for managing driver behaviour.  Loss of licence has been shown to be a highly 
effective deterrent compared to other penalties and sanctions traditionally applied to drivers 
(Nichols & Ross, 1990; Watson, in press). In this respect, unlicensed driving serves to reduce 
the overall effectiveness of licence loss. The specific deterrent effect of licence loss will be 
minimal among offenders who continue to drive.  Its general deterrent effect will also be 
undermined if the public perceive there is little risk of being apprehended for driving without 
a valid licence. 
 
The second major concern about unlicensed driving relates to the evidence linking it with 
higher severity crashes, involving a cluster of high-risk behaviours (Healy and Harrison, 
1986; FORS, 1997b; Harrison, 1997; Watson, 1997). An analysis of Queensland crash data 
has indicated that unlicensed drivers are more than twice as likely to be involved in a serious 
casualty crash (relative to a minor crash), compared to licensed drivers.  These crashes are 
more likely to involve alcohol and drugs, motorcycle use, exceeding the speed limit and 
excessive speed for the conditions, and to occur on the weekend and at night (ie. recreational 
times) (Watson, 1997). Similarly, unlicensed drivers and riders involved in fatal crashes are 
more likely to be judged at fault for the crash and to not wear seat belts or helmets than their 
licensed counterparts (FORS, 1997b). This evidence tends to draw into question the common 
assumption that unlicensed drivers drive in a relatively safe manner in order to avoid 
detection (Watson, 1998). 
  
Research into unlicensed driving has been plagued by many methodological difficulties. 
Being illegal, it is natural for these drivers to attempt to conceal their actions from the 
authorities. Similarly, it is likely that many are reticent to discuss their behaviour with 
researchers. As a consequence, there is a lack of good information about the nature and 
characteristics of unlicensed driving available to guide the development of countermeasures 
(Watson, 1998). To assist in this process, this paper outlines two key strategic issues requiring 
further research and the methodological obstacles involved in their examination. 
 
 
STRATEGIC ISSUES OF INTEREST 
 
How prevalent is unlicensed driving? 
 
It has proven difficult for road safety authorities to estimate the community-wide prevalence 
of unlicensed driving. Due to various legal and logistical constraints, discussed later, very few 
roadside surveys of unlicensed driving have been conducted in Australia. A 1975 survey of 
motorcycle riders in Perth found that 12% were unlicensed (Smith, 1976).  A 1991 survey of 
drivers in Sydney's northern suburbs found that around 2.5% were unlicensed (Carseldine, 
Court & Graham, 1992).  However, both studies acknowledged the difficulty of generalising 
their results beyond the area and times surveyed. 
 
Self-report surveys suggest that unlicensed driving is relatively common among disqualified 
drivers. Surveys in Victoria (Robinson, 1977) and Western Australia (Smith & Maisey, 1990) 
have found that over 30% of respondents admitted driving while disqualified. Similar surveys 
in the United Kingdom (Mirrlees-Black, 1993) and the United States (Williams, Hagen & 
McConnell, 1984; Ross & Gonzales, 1988) have found self-reported levels of 
disqualified/suspended driving ranging from 25% to almost 70%.  However, these surveys tend 
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to feature low response rates and probably under-estimate the full extent of the problem 
(Watson, 1998). 
Consequently, road safety authorities have tended to rely on the use of crash data as a 
surrogate measure of unlicensed driving. However, this approach has its own limitations. The 
proportion of unlicensed drivers is not uniform across different crash types. For example, 
while Queensland data indicates that around 6% of the drivers and riders involved in fatal 
crashes and 5% of those involved in hospitalised crashes are unlicensed, the proportion falls 
away to 2.5% for minor injury crashes and 2.2% for property damage only crashes (Watson, 
1997).  
 
This raises the question of which figure is more indicative of the community-wide prevalence 
of unlicensed driving. This question is difficult to answer since “it is not known whether 
unauthorised (unlicensed) drivers are underrepresented, proportionately represented or 
overrepresented in traffic offences or crashes” (Carseldine et al, 1992, p.2). As already noted, 
the serious crashes involving unlicensed drivers appear to feature higher levels of risk taking 
than those involving licensed drivers. This suggests that unlicensed drivers may be over-
represented in these crashes. However, it is also possible that unlicensed drivers are under-
represented in minor crashes, because it is easier for them to avoid reporting these crashes to 
the police. Indeed, it is possible that the apparent over-representation of unlicensed drivers in 
serious crashes (compared with licensed drivers), is partly an artefact of the under-reporting 
of minor crashes by these drivers (Watson, 1997).  
 
Therefore, obtaining an independent estimate of the prevalence of unlicensed driving would 
serve two important functions. It would assist in the interpretation of the existing crash data 
and provide a benchmark for evaluating future countermeasures.  
 
What are the main factors contributing to unlicensed driving? 
 
A number of self-report surveys in Australia, the US and the UK have explored the factors 
contributing to disqualified/unlicensed driving. The reasons most frequently cited by 
respondents have related to business or employment commitments, family or social reasons and 
lack of public transport (Robinson, 1977; Ross & Gonzales, 1988; Smith & Maisey, 1990; 
Mirrlees-Black, 1993; Job et al, 1994). Job et al (1994) found that almost 30% of their 
respondents were unaware that they were unlicensed when apprehended. Not surprisingly, 
this was most common among those drivers whose licence had expired and those who held 
interstate licences. 
  
A major short-coming of these surveys is that they have been largely descriptive in nature, 
providing little insight into the underlying personal, social and environmental factors 
contributing to unlicensed driving.  As a result, it is unclear why some people find 
employment, family or social reasons compelling enough to warrant driving without a valid 
licence, while others do not. Furthermore, the crash statistics suggest that unlicensed drivers 
do not represent a uniform group. Those drivers who have never held a licence, are 
disqualified or hold an inappropriate licence for the vehicle they drive are more likely to be 
involved in a serious crash, than those whose licence has expired (Watson, 1997). This 
suggests a possible link between the degree of risk-taking displayed by different types of 
unlicensed drivers and the intentionality of their actions. Hence, there is a need to better 
establish the factors contributing to unlicensed driving, particularly those that appear most 
influential among the various sub-groups. Without this information it will remain difficult to 
develop effective countermeasures to unlicensed driving.  
 
 - 4 - 
ROADSIDE SURVEYS 
 
Methodological difficulties 
 
Roadside surveys offer a very direct method of measuring the prevalence of unlicensed 
driving. While the sampling technique will constrain some of the generalisations that can be 
made, in theory this approach provides a means of ascertaining whether each driver surveyed 
has a valid licence. Unfortunately, a number of inter-related problems have historically 
constrained the feasibility of this approach. 
 
The need to visually inspect licences 
 
Roadside surveys have been utilised in a number of countries to assess the community-wide 
incidence of drink driving.  Researchers generally conduct these surveys by requesting 
passing motorists to voluntarily submit to a breath test. These surveys can achieve quite high 
co-operation rates. For example, over 96% of those approached in the most recent USA 
Roadside Survey co-operated with the survey (Williams, 1997).  Most importantly, the breath 
test provides an objective, independent means of measuring the participant's blood alcohol 
concentration (BAC).   
 
Unfortunately, this method does not easily translate to the unlicensed driving scenario, since 
it is difficult to independently corroborate the licence status of the driver. This can partly be 
achieved by visually inspecting the driver's licence. However, this is only feasible when 
undertaken by an authority figure with the legal power to make such a request, such as a 
police officer (eg. Smith, 1976; Carseldine et al, 1992).  As will be discussed shortly, a visual 
inspection of a driver's licence is not always sufficient to establish its validity. 
 
The need to randomly sample drivers 
 
To reduce potential biases, it is important that roadside surveys sample the driving population 
randomly (Carseldine et al, 1992). This requires the police to have the legal power to 
randomly pull motorists over, irrespective of the behaviour they display.  This is a major 
obstacle in those jurisdictions where the police have to observe a driver commit an illegal or 
aberrant act (ie. have 'probable cause') before they can pull them over, such as is generally the 
case in the United States (Voas & Lacey, 1990). In some Australian states, the random 
checking of driver's licences can only be undertaken as part of Random Breath Testing 
(RBT). For this reason, the NSW roadside survey of unlicensed drivers was conducted in 
conjunction with RBT (Carseldine et al, 1992).  
 
Compulsory carriage of licence 
 
The NSW roadside survey was facilitated by the requirement in that state for all drivers to 
carry their licence. This streamlined the checking process, improving the overall efficiency of 
the survey (Carseldine et al, 1992).  However, NSW is the only jurisdiction in Australia that 
actually requires all drivers to carry their licence (ie. drivers are not given the option to 
produce their licence to the police at a later time) (Travelsafe, 1998). Although compulsory 
carriage of licence facilitates the roadside surveying of drivers, the absence of this 
requirement is not an insurmountable problem, as was the case in the Western Australian 
survey (Smith, 1976). 
The need to validate licences 
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Although the introduction of photo licences has improved the identification of motorists, it is 
still possible for a driver to produce "a seemingly valid licence card when in fact the licence 
has been revoked" (Carseldine et al, 1992, p.4).  As a consequence, the two roadside surveys 
conducted in Australia have utilised a two-step validation process involving: roadside radio 
checks by the police and subsequent confirmation with the relevant licensing database (Smith, 
1976; Carseldine et al, 1992). To streamline this process and improve the detection of 
unlicensed driving, Smith (1976) suggested that it would be useful for police to have access to 
on-line computer facilities. This would also reduce the difficulties experienced by police in 
jurisdictions where there is no requirement for drivers to carry their licence. 
 
Proposed method 
 
A proposal for conducting a roadside survey of unlicensed driving in Queensland is currently 
under development by CARRS-Q, for consideration by the Queensland Police Service. It is 
proposed to engage the co-operation of the police for a number of reasons.  Firstly, the 
Queensland Traffic Act "empowers any officer to require a driver to stop a motor vehicle under 
a wide range of circumstances and produce their driver's licence" (Travelsafe, 1998, p.4). This 
will facilitate the random sampling of motorists.   
 
Secondly, the Queensland Police Service and Queensland Transport have developed 
technology that provides police vehicles with instantaneous access to information held in the 
registration and licensing databases.  Trialing of this new technology, known as Mobile Data 
Access (MDA), has proven very successful with a fourfold increase in the level of detection 
for unlicensed driving, unregistered vehicles and outstanding warrants (Watson et al, 1996).  
General duties police and traffic police now use this technology quite extensively as part of 
their policing work (Travelsafe, 1998). 
 
The use of police units with access to MDA would facilitate a roadside survey of unlicensed 
driving.  It would remove the need for a two-step validation process, as utilised in the WA 
and NSW studies, and minimise any difficulties brought about by the fact that Queensland 
does not require open licence holders to carry their licence (they have 48 hours to present it to 
a police station).  
 
It is proposed that police units equipped with MDA randomly select motorists from the traffic 
stream during the survey period. Specific guidelines would need to be provided to the police 
to ensure the reliability of the method.  Both metropolitan and rural areas would need to be 
sampled, across a wide range of time periods, to permit the findings to be generalised as much 
as possible. Depending on the number of drivers surveyed at different times, the sample could 
be weighted to reflect the time distribution of different crash types. This would assist in 
comparing the representation of unlicensed drivers in the crash statistics with the amount of 
unlicensed driving that occurs at similar times. Consideration is also being given to the value 
of having the police collect data from the drivers about the amount of driving they had 
undertaken on that particular trip. This could assist in estimating the overall exposure of 
unlicensed drivers on the road network.   
 
 
 
SELF-REPORT SURVEYS 
 
Methodological difficulties 
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In order to examine the factors contributing to unlicensed driving, it is essential to obtain an 
insight into the motivations, attitudes and perceptions of these drivers. This type of information 
is best obtained through the use of interview or questionnaire-based self-report surveys. 
Unfortunately, a number of methodological problems common to research dealing with illegal 
or deviant behaviours are experienced when surveying unlicensed drivers. 
 
Difficulties of obtaining a random, representative sample 
 
Two main problems make it difficult to obtain a random, representative sample of unlicensed 
drivers. Firstly, a number of studies which have used official records to recruit subjects have 
found that many no longer reside at the address provided (Robinson, 1977; Mirrlees-Black, 
1993; Job et al, 1994). This suggests that drivers convicted of unlicensed driving are a 
relatively transient group, possibly reflecting a lack of social control in their lives (Mirrlees-
Black, 1993; Job et al, 1994). Moreover, Job et al (1994) found some evidence that there may 
be a systematic bias across different sub-groups of unlicensed drivers.  For example, they 
found that there was a higher rate of unclaimed letters among more serious offenders, such as 
disqualified or suspended drivers, compared with other types of offenders, such as those with 
wrong licences or invalid interstate licences. Robinson (1977) also found that it was 
sometimes difficult to find subjects at home, even when they were still living at the address 
contained in the official records.  The second major problem encountered by researchers is the 
relatively high refusal rates among those offenders who could be contacted. This is not 
surprising given the illegal nature of the behaviour and potential concerns of offenders. 
 
Together, these two factors have contributed to the low response rates of self-report surveys 
using both interview (Robinson, 1977; Mirrlees-Black, 1993) and mail questionnaire 
(Robinson, 1977; Smith & Maisey, 1990; Job et al, 1994) methods. For example, the two 
interview surveys featured response rates of 23% and 47% respectively, while the three mail 
surveys had response rates of below 40%. Unfortunately, the possibility of a non-response 
bias in these surveys reduces the likely representativeness of their samples and, hence, the 
validity of the findings. In particular, the findings of Job et al (1994) suggest that there may 
be a systematic bias in these studies toward less serious offenders. This could lead to a 
general under-estimation of the extent and seriousness of the unlicensed driving problem. 
 
The validity of self-report data 
 
A number of concerns can be expressed about the reliance on self-report data where illegal 
behaviours are concerned. As noted by Williamson (1996, p. 43, citing Box, 1981): 
 
The first is that people may under-report or omit criminal acts due to their mistrust of 
the researcher and possible repercussions of retrospective punishment. The second is 
that the self-reporting may be exaggerated, by ‘boasting’ about the behaviour. 
 
This highlights the need to minimise any systematic bias produced by a low response rate. 
Furthermore, it confirms the need to utilise a survey method that encourages more truthful 
responses from the subjects. Job et al (1994, p.18) argue that a face-to-face interview 
“dramatically reduces perceived anonymity and the individual is less likely to consent to, or be 
honest in, answering questions about law-breaking behaviour”. The perceived anonymity of 
mail surveys reportedly encourages more open, honest responses (Robinson, 1972; Job et al, 
1994). However, face-to-face interviews allow researchers to ask more complex questions and 
probe for responses, which can lead to more ‘rich’ findings. In addition, some anonymity can be 
achieved by conducting the interview by the telephone (Williamson, 1996). 
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The need for a theoretical framework 
 
As noted earlier, a major short-coming of many of the surveys in this area has been their failure 
to provide a clear insight into the underlying personal, social and environmental factors 
contributing to unlicensed driving. One exception involved a study by Robinson & Kelso 
(1981) that utilised the responses obtained in Robinson's (1977) survey to test a deterrence-
based model of disqualified driving. They found that the respondents who admitted driving 
were more likely to rate their anxiety about possible apprehension as lower than those who 
reported that they didn't drive. A multiple regression analysis indicated that the strongest 
predictor of apprehension anxiety was the perceived risk of apprehension. These findings lent 
support to a deterrence-based explanation of unlicensed driving. 
 
This study confirmed the value of underpinning a self-report survey with a relevant 
theoretical framework. This approach allows the responses of subjects to be interpreted within 
a broader conceptual framework, which facilitates the identification of possible causative 
factors. 
 
Proposed method 
 
The challenge in this area is to develop a survey methodology that maximises the response rate 
among the target group. A major problem to address is the transient lifestyle of many unlicensed 
driving offenders. A strategy that should assist in this area is using the court system to directly 
access offenders. In Queensland, all unlicensed driving offences must be dealt with by the courts 
(Travelsafe, 1998). In effect, this acts as a ‘bottle-neck’ through which all offenders must pass. 
Therefore, this represents an ideal time to enlist subjects, before they have time to meld back 
into the community. It also provides a means of sampling different types of unlicensed drivers at 
a variety of sites across the state. 
 
It is proposed to conduct a number of pilot tests to assess the relative utility of different survey 
methods. The methods to be tested include: 
 
• requesting offenders to participate in a face-to-face survey following their court hearing; 
• requesting offenders to complete a questionnaire following their court hearing; and 
• obtaining contact details from offenders after their hearing, in order to conduct a return mail 
questionnaire or telephone interview at a subsequent time. 
 
It could be argued that offenders would be reluctant to participate in a survey after attending 
court, particularly if they have been convicted of the offence. On the other hand, those who do 
participate may be more likely to be honest in their responses, since they will have 'nothing to 
hide’. Indeed, a recent evaluation of the ‘Under the Limit’ drink driving rehabilitation program 
in central Queensland utilised interviews conducted with drink driving offenders prior to, or 
immediately after, their court hearing (Ferguson et al, in press). A reasonably high response rate 
(61%) was achieved using this method, possibly due in part to the offer of a $25 payment. 
A theoretical framework to guide the development of the survey instrument is currently being 
formulated. It is planned that a composite model of unlicensed driving will be utilised, drawing 
on both deterrence theory and relevant psychological theories, such as Social Learning Theory. 
This has been prompted by evidence suggesting that a deterrence-based perspective is not 
sufficient to explain unlicensed driving, particularly among ‘hard-core’ offenders (Watson, 
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1998). These different theoretical perspectives will be compared in terms of their capacity to 
explain unlicensed driving. 
 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
This paper has provided an overview of work in progress toward the development of two 
surveys to increase our understanding of the unlicensed driving problem. The first involves a 
roadside survey of drivers to establish the prevalence of unlicensed driving in Queensland. Such 
a survey will not only provide a useful benchmark for monitoring the scale of the problem, but 
assist in interpreting the significance of available crash statistics. The second involves a self-
report survey of unlicensed drivers to examine the major factors contributing to the behaviour 
and to test alternative theoretical perspectives. Together, the findings of these two surveys 
should assist in the development of more effective countermeasures to target unlicensed drivers. 
 
Preliminary discussions with the Queensland Police Service have confirmed a strong interest in 
the area and a preparedness to conduct the roadside survey. The self-report survey will be 
conducted under the auspices of CARRS-Q, in order to allay any concerns among respondents 
about the repercussions of their responses.  
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